Reassessing the evidence for the link between dioxin and endometriosis: from molecular biology to clinical epidemiology.
A 1993 study reporting the link between exposure to dioxin and the risk of developing endometriosis in rhesus monkeys prompted many investigators to look suspiciously at dioxin. Since 1993, many in vitro, animal and epidemiological studies have been published, but the link between dioxin exposure and endometriosis is still unclear. The aim of our review is to present a summary of the biological effects of dioxin and its aryl hydrocarbon receptor, and to reassess the evidence presented in published, in vitro, preclinical and epidemiological studies regarding the association between dioxins and endometriosis. Although in vitro and animal studies provide results in support for a role of dioxins in the pathogenesis of endometriosis, caution should be exercised since these findings are mostly context dependent and since negative findings from these studies are rarely published. On the basis of our review of original epidemiological studies, no significant evidence can be found to support a link between dioxins and endometriosis in women. This observation can be explained by positive publication bias and by significant methodological problems associated with these studies, or by the absence of such a link. In conclusion, it seems that there is insufficient evidence at this moment in support of the hypothesis that dioxin exposure may lead to increased risk of developing endometriosis in women.